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Lifelong commitment
THEX-FACTOR:A gooddoctormaynot alwaysprovidethe curebut he needsto always
providethe careandcomfortthat is needed.
You need more than
good grades to survive
medical school and
become a good doctor,
HARIATI AZIZAN reports.
WEN RaymondKumarfirstthoughtaboutgoingtomedicalschool,heknew
verylittleabouttheprofession.
"It'sjustoneofthosethingsthatI
consideredaftermySPM.Basically,
I wasunsureofwhattodoatthe
timeandI hadnothingtolose
exceptmytime."
Raymond'smedicalstintin India
lastedlessthantwoyearsbeforehe
optedforabusinessdegreeinstead.
"Ijustdidn'twanttospendthe
restofmylifemeetingsickpeople
forwork.It maysoundcrudebutI
guessit'snotmycupoftea.AlsoI
didn'thaveanambitionorburning
desiretobeadoctorin thefirst
place.
"Andmoney?Well,if! wasgoing
todoanythingformoney,it would-
n'tbeasadoctor.I guessit took
sometimeformetomakethis
decisionbutI havenoregretswhat-
soever:'sharestheyoungbankoffi-
cer.
Forsecond-yearstudentat
UniversitiPutraMalaysia(UPM)
JoanneLow,thepastyearhasbeen
arevelation:
"It isatoughcourse.I joined
becauseI thoughthatit is interest-
ingand,luckilyforme,it hasturned
outtobeso." •
outtobeso."
Final-yearUPMstudentRaden
Nezarulagrees.Oneneedsrealpas-
sion,hesays,tosucceedinmedi-
cine.
"Gradescount,ofcourse,butas
youproceedinyourcourseandis
exposedtowhatmedicineisall
aboutandthepressures,astrong
interestinmedicineistheonly
thingthatwill motivateyou."
Manystudentshaveromantic
notionsofthemedicalworld,says
ProfDrZabidiAzharMohdHussin,
chairmanof theCouncilofMedical
Deans.
"Frommyexperience,in thefirst
month,anumberwill dropout
frommedicine.Thisis becausemost
ofthetime,studentsarenotreally
surewhatmedicineisallaboutso
t~eyarein forashockwhenth~y
dIscoverthatit isdifficultor time-
consuming.
"Realitysinksin,especiallywhen
studentsareintroducedtohospital
rounds."
Everyyear,largenumbersof
high-achieversapplytodomedi-
cinebecauseofacademicinterestas
wellasthelureofthestatusthe
professiongivesandthepromiseof
asecurecareer.Entryisextremely
competitive,withprogrammes
offeredatonlysevenpublicuniver-
sitiesandfiveprivateinstitutionsin
Malaysia.
Thisyearwasnodifferent,and
128hopefulswiththemaximum
cumulativegradepointaverage
(CGPA)of4.0failedtomakethecut
forpublicuniversities.On
Wednesday,however,theCabinet
directedthattheybeabsorbedinto
publicorprivatemedicalpro-
grammes.
However,whenaskedabouttheir
"burningpassion"tobecomedoc-
tors,manyofthesestudentswere
ata lossforwords.
Saidone:"Ilovemedicinebutit's
difficultformetoexplainwhy."
What makesa good dodor
Andeventhosewhogointo
medicineknowingwhatit isabout
maystillbeunpreparedforthereal
thing.
"Memorisingbooksandfactsis
nothowyoucopeinmedicine.You
needtohavemoreofastreetwise
kindof 'smart'.Ilearnmorefrom
theexperienceathospitaland
workingwithseniorsandfriends
thansloggingovertextbooks,"says
Joanne.
A formermedicalstudentat
UniversitiKebangsaanMalaysia
(UKM),whoonlywantstobe
knownasHassanal,discoveredthis
thehardway- findingit difficultto
cope,thebrightstudenthadto
leavetheprogrammemidway.
"Ididn'tknowthehighpriceyou
havetopaytobeadoctor.Iwas
attractedbytherespectit com-
mandsandthemoneyyoucanearn
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butfoundthesacrificetoomuchto
handle."
ThecommonbeliefthatahighIQ
istheonlyprerequisiteforamed-
icalcareeris misleading,headds.
"It'snotonlyintelligence;it's
moreaboutenduranceandsustain-
ingyourinterest.Ifyouaremoti-
vatedbystronggoalsanddreams,
it'llbeeasier.If youarein it forthe
wrongreasons,or someonelse's
dream,it'llbearoughrideforyou."
With hindsight,however,his
timeinmedicalschoolhasnotbeen
acompletewaste.
"Asamedicalstudent,youlearn
howtohandlepeople- likelisten-,
ingtopatients,forone.Thisexperi-
enceisnowanassetforme,"says
Hassanal,currentlylookingata
careerincommunicationsandbusi-
ness.
Todowellinmedicine,onemust
alsobeaconsistentleamer,points
outProfVictorLim,deanof E
InternationalMedicalUniversity's t
(lMU)FacultyofMedicine. ~
"Medicalstudentsareexpected e
to beabletolearninanindepen-
dentself-directedmanner.A doc~or
mustbeknowledgeableandtechni-
callycompetent.Heneedstoalso
keepabreastofthelatestdevelop-
mentsinmedicine.
"Curiosi~andthedesireto seek
newknowledgearetherefore
importantraitsforadoctor,"he
stresses.
A gooddoctorhastoplaymany
diverseroles,headds.
"Healthcaretodayisateam
effortandagooddoctormustbe
abletoworkeffectivelywithother
membersofthehealthcareteam
forthegoodof thepatient.
"Andheneedsto beagoodman-
agertoutiliseresourcesin themost
cost-beneficialmanner.Hemust
alsobecaringandmustplacethe
interestsofhispatientaboveall
else."
Drzabidiconcurs.
"Studentsneedto haveanintrin-
sicpeople-centredpersonali~as
thereis onlysomuchthatwecan
instilin theprogramme."
Theheavydemands,heobserves,
makesit difficultformedicalpro-
grammestonurture"softskills"in
buddingdoctors,soit isadvanta-
geousif studentscomewith such
personali~traits.
Betterseledionprocess
Thisquali~canonlybegauged
throughaninterview,saysDr
Zabidi,laudingtheGovernment's
planstointroduceinterviewsin the
selectionprocessofmedicalstu-
dentsnextyear.
"With'interviews,apersonali~
assessmentcanbedonebeforethe
studentsareaccepted,"heexplains.
Anothergoodselectionmethod,
hesays,isaptitudetests.
"Academicexcellenceis notthe
onlycriterionformedicine.
Character,motivation,realinterest,
interpersonalskillsandcompassion
arefarmoreimportantqualitiesin
adoctor."
AsianInstituteofMedicine,
ScienceandTechnologyregistrar
ProfDrR.Rajakrishnanproposes
thataspiringstudentsbesentfora
weeklongstintatahospital.
"Thiswill reallyopentheireyes
tothereali~.It will helpthem
decideif theyaresuitedforthepro-
fessionornot."
Prof I im hmMPuproninp~th"t"
IC;:';:'IVl.1 VI l.1Ul.
ProfLim,however,opinesthata
commonmedicalcollegeadmission
testshouldbeconsidered.
Despiteallthedifficultiesothers
havefaced,topstudentswill con-
tinueto pursuethedreamofdoing
medicine.
Fifth-yearIMU studentDayang
AzzyatiAwangDahlan,however, .
advisesthemtofirstfindoutmore
aboutwhatisirtvolved.
"Medicineisaglamorouscareer
optionthatattractstopstudents.
EvenI wasswayedbythat.
However,youhavetobehighly
motivatedtoendurethelongyears
oftrainingandthedemandsit
placesontheintellect,emotionand
maturity."
AddshercollegemateTanMoo
Ling:'To succeedinmedicine
requiresnotonlythebrainbutthe
heartaswell.
"Wewill betreatingpeople.not
examinationpapers.Andin theend,
thejudgeofhowgooda doctoris
will bethepersononthereceiving
endofthesyringe."
More medicalschools?
ACCORDINGtoHealthMinister
DatukDrChuaSoiLek,thecountry
needstotrain1,500doctorsayear
to reachthetargetofadoctor-
patientratioof1:650by2020.
Theobvioussolutionis to
increasethecapacityofexisting
medicalschoolsor thenumberof
schools.
"Thisiseasiersaidthandone.
Medicalschoolsareexpensiveto
establishandtorun.Moreover,to
maintainstandards,weneedto
havesufficientnumbersofwell-
qualifiedlecturers,particularlyin
theclinicalphase,whichisakinto
anapprenticeship,"saysProf
VictorLim,deanof International
MedicalUniversity'sFacultyof
Medicine.
CouncilofMedicalDeanschair-
manDrZabidiAzharMohdHussin
believesthatoneproblemisthe
lackofsynergybetweenthediffer-
entministriesdealingwithhuman
resources,healthandeducation.
"Theestablishmentofthenew
HigherEducationMinistryisgood
asit cannowfocusontheprob-
lembetterbuttherestillneedsto
besomeco-operationwiththe
otherministries."
Thesituationofmedicallectur-
ers,heargues,needstobe
improvedif specialistsaretobe
attractedintoacademia.
"Wecaneasilyhireforeignaca-
demicsbutforhowlong?Wehave
ourownpoolof talentedspecial-
istsandexpertsthatcanbetapped
into.Theproblemisthehuge
salarygap.Forexample,aheadof
departmentmightearnabout
RM15,OOOamonthcomparedto
RM40,OOOforaspecialistatapri-
vatehospital.
"Butit is notallaboutmoney-
thebulkofworkisalsounattrac-
tivetomany.Academicshaveto
conductresearchandpresent
papersatinternationalconfer-
encesontopofteachingduties.
Whenyoucomparethetwo,it is
nosurprisethatmanyhaveleftto
join theprivatesector,"headds.
CitingUniversityMalaya
SpecialistCentre,theuniversity
hospital'sprivatewing,asan
example,heproposesascheme
whereacademicsbeallowedto
workpart-timeatprivateclinics
andhospitalstohaltthebrain
drain.
AsianInstituteofMedicine,
ScienceandTechnologyregistrar
ProfDrR.Rajakrishnan,however,
stronglybelievesthatmorestu-
dentsshouldbeencouragedto
pursueacademicareers.
"Atthemoment,post-graduate
coursesinanatomyorpathology
arenotofferedinmanyofouruni-
versities."
